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What  Is  Secondhand  Smoke? 

Secondhand  smoke  is  a  combination  of  exhaled  smoke  and  the  smoke  from  the  burning  end  of  a 
cigarette,  cigar  or  pipe.  This  is  also  referred  to  as  environmental  tobacco  smoke  (ETS).  Breathing 
secondhand  smoke  is  referred  to  as  involuntary  smoking  or  passive  smoking. 

Why  Is  Secondhand  Smoke  Dangerous? 

The  chemical  composition  of  smoke  inhaled  by  active  and  passive  smokers  is  similar.  However, 
secondhand  smoke  actually  contains  greater  amounts  of  ammonia,  benzene,  carbon  monoxide, 
nicotine  and  cancer-causing  agents  (carcinogens)  than  smoke  inhaled  during  active  smoking. 


How  Does  Passive  Smoking  Compare  with  Active  Smoking? 


The  amount  of  tobacco  smoke  inhaled  by  a  nonsmoker  is  obviously  less  than  what  a  smoker 
breathes.  However,  an  involuntary  smoker  often  inhales  the  equivalent  of  one  to  three  cigarettes  per 
day.  Nonsmokers  in  a  very  smoky  room  for  one  hour  can  inhale  as  much  cancer-causing  N- 
nitrosamine  as  they  would  by  smoking  1 0  to  15  cigarettes. 


What  Health  Problems  Can  Secondhand  Smoke  Cause? 


Breathing  secondhand  smoke  can  cause  cancer,  including  lung  cancer;  respiratory  disease, 
especially  in  children  whose  parents  smoke  and  in  persons  with  pre-existing  lung  problems; 
allergies;  and  irritation  of  the  eyes,  nose,  throat  and  airway.  It  can  aggravate  cardiovascular  (heart) 
disease.  A  nonsmoker  exposed  to  the  smoke  of  20  cigarettes  per  day  has  twice  the  risk  of  lung  can- 
cer as  someone  not  exposed  to  any  cigarette  smoke.  Approximately  5,000  nonsmokers  die  of  lung 
cancer  annually  due  to  secondhand  smoke. 


Will  Moving  Away  from  a  Smoker  Lower  Exposure? 


It  may.  However,  smoke  spreads  throughout  an  entire  room  or  other  enclosed  airspace  within  one 
hour.  In  the  home,  the  presence  of  even  one  smoker  can  significantly  increase  secondhand  smoke 
levels.  According  to  the  1 986  Surgeon  General's  report,  "The  simple  separation  of  smokers  and 
nonsmokers  within  the  same  air  space  may  reduce,  but  does  not  eliminate,  the  exposure  of  non- 
smokers  to  environmental  tobacco  smoke." 


How  Effective  Are  Air  Cleaning  Systems? 


Currently  there  is  no  cost-effective  filtering  system  for  removing  tobacco  smoke  from  the  air. 
Because  of  their  small  size,  smoke  particles  remain  suspended  in  the  air  for  a  long  time.  The  only 
way  to  remove  smoke  from  indoor  air  is  to  increase  the  exchange  of  indoor  air  with  clean  outdoor  air. 
If  smoking  is  permitted,  the  number  of  air  exchanges  per  hour  must  be  greatly  increased  over  the 
number  required  if  smoking  is  prohibited. 


Does  State  Law  Limit  Smoking? 

State  law  prohibits  smoking  in  public  elevators,  supermarkets,  buses,  MBTA  subway  cars  and  wait- 
ing areas,  school  buses,  polling  places  and  town  meetings.  Smoking  is  allowed  only  in  designated 
areas  in  museums,  libraries,  hospitals,  nursing  homes,  trains,  airplanes  and  other  mass  transit 
vehicles.  School  committees  can  establish  smoking  policies,  including  the  prohibition  of  all  smok- 
ing. State  law  also  gives  local  boards  of  health  the  authority  to  limit  smoking  in  other  public 
places. 

What  Is  a  "Public  Place"? 

Public  places  include  restaurants,  government  buildings,  public  mass  transportation  systems, 
health  care  facilities,  schools,  lecture  halls,  sports  arenas,  retail  stores  and  lobbies  or  reception 
areas  such  as  those  in  banks. 

Is  There  Public  Support  for  Limiting  Smoking? 

Yes.  The  results  of  a  national  poll  in  1 986  showed  that  94%  of  those  surveyed  (smokers  and  non- 
smokers)  agreed  public  places  should  have  no-smoking  sections.  A 1 986  Massachusetts  Depart- 
ment of  Public  Health  survey  showed  67%  of  those  responding  favored  restricting  smoking  in  the 
workplace,  and  88%  favored  limiting  smoking  in  restaurants. 

Can  an  Employer  Limit  Smoking  During  Work  Hours? 

Yes.  Employers  can  have  a  written  smoking  policy  which  states  when  and  where  smoking  is 
allowed.  An  employer  can  prohibit  smoking  entirely  in  company  facilities  and  in  company-owned 
vehicles.  The  Commonwealth,  for  example,  allows  smoking  only  in  designated  areas  of  state  office 
buildings  and  prohibits  smoking  in  state  vehicles  when  any  occupant  is  a  nonsmoker. 

Where  Can  I  Get  More  Information? 

Massachusetts  Department  of  Public  Health 

Office  of  Nonsmoking  and  Health  (61 7)  727-0732 
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